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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION,

REPOPT OF THE CHIEF OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY IN RE INVESTIGA-
TION OF AN ACCIDENT VHICH OCCURRED ON THE NORTHERN
PACIFIC RAILVAY AT WELCH, MONT., ON MNARCH 17, 1932.

April 22, 1823.
To the Conmission:

On March 17, 1923, there was a head-end collision
hetWeen tWo passenger trains on the Northern Pacific Railway
at Velch, Mont,, resulting in the death of 1 eriployee and
1 treapasser, and the injury of 40 passengers and 6 employees,
This accident was investigated in conjunction with a repre-
sentative of the Board of Railroad Cormissioners of Montana.

Location and method of operation.

This accident occurred on that part of the Montana
Division extending between Logan and Butte, Mont., a dis=-
tance of 71 miles, #hach in the vicinity of the point of
accident 1s a single-track line over vhich trains are oQpera-
ted by tire-table, train orders, and a manual block-signal
svster. The accident occurred on the main track, ahout mid-
way hetween the west and east switches of the sidaing at
Welch, at a point 1,433 feet east of the west 8wit zh;
approaching this point frorn the west there are 1,502 feet of
tangent, an B-degree curve to the right 671 feet in length,
extendi nearly to the west switch, then 715 feet of tan-
gent, followed by a B-degree 36-minute curve to the left
2,467 feet in length, the accident occurring on this curve
at a point approximately 770 feet from its western end, The
grade at the point of accident is 1,94 per cent descending
for eastbound traina, OWing to rock cuts, the view is ruch
restricted, The accident occurred at about 7.51 a,m., at
which time it was snowing and foggy.

Descraption.

Westhound passenger train No, L consisted of 1
mail car, 1 haggase car, 1 smoking car, 1 coaeh, 1 touriat
car, 1 dining car, 3 Pullman sleepaing cars, ana 1 ohservation
car, all of all-steel construction, hauled »y engines 1750
and 3325, and was in charge of Conductor Thonzs and Fngine-
men Barry and NDean, At Whitehal)l, 16.5 niles “rom Welgh,the
crew received an order, No. 309, fornm 18, to reet train No.
270 &% Velch, train Wo. 320 to taks sidaing, nd at Spire Rock,
an open telegraph office 4.6 nileas rast of Felenh, regeived
a cantion card calling attention to the meet vith train
No. 230 at Welch. Train No. ) was approaching the #est
sWiteh of the siding at Welch, prevared to stop, When it was
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struvck Hy train No. 220.

Faatvound passenger train No. 230 consisted of 1
bagpage car, 1 smoking car, and 1 day coach, all of wWeoden
construction, hauled by engine 2120, and was in charge of
Conductor Stephens and Engineman Nielsen. At Butte the
E€rew received a copy of train order Wo. 208, form 19, pre-
viously referred to.

Train No. 320 left Butte at 7.00 a.n., on time,
and at Homestake, 10.3 miles distant, the cre# received a
block clearance card stating that the block Wwas not clear
and to be governed hy caution card No. 3, which card cone
tained instructions to meet train No. 1 at Welch im accord-
ance with train order No. 209; there was also & nessage
addressed to Engineman Nielsen stating that,"No. 1 should
he waiting at Welch abt 7:50 AM", and also a copy of train
ordex Mo, 210, form 19, reading as follows:

"No 320 Eng 2120 take
siding meet No, 651
Fng 1768 at Spire Rock".

On reaching Welch, instead of heading in on the siding at
the west switch, train No. 220 cont:inued on the main track
and collided with trmin No. 1 while traveling at a speed
esturted %o have been hetween 15 and 20 ri1lez an hour.

A1l three enganes were considerably danaged and
the baggase car of train No. 220 was telescoped by the
followang car for a distance of ahout 235 feet. The erployee
kilizan was 4the faireman of train No. 3730.

Summary of evidence.

As train No. 220 was being brought to a stop at
Homestake, a copy of train order Wo. 210, together with the
caution carg, clearance card and messageé previously refer-
red to, were delivered by hoop to Fireman Caldwell, vwho was
also a qualified enginenan. VWhile Fireman Caldwell was
reaning the orders, the engineman inquared as to the neet-
ing point with train Mo, 1 and wae informed 1t had been
changed to Spire Rock, this being 4.6 miles east of Welch.
Although the orders were handed to Enginenman Nielsen
irr edaately after this conversation, he d:d not zead ther
hut accepted the information inparted to him by Fireman
Caldwell as correct, folded the orders, and placed them in
his pocket with the intention of reading theri later, hoW-
ever, he neglected this duty on account of heconing
engrossed in keepang a aharp lookout for fallen rocks, in
corpliance with orders received hefore leaving the inmitial
terninal,, Engineman Nielsen said a nurer of service
air-brake applications were rade hetween Homestake and Yelch,
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a distance of 6,1 milss, and tnat the brakes were Working
Troperlv, although ane cut out the drivang-wheel brakes Wwhile
on the des »nding grade in erda=sr to mrevent tne %ires fron
overheating ana slipping, cuttarng the brakes in again vwhen
stops +vere heing made., Of thess ~Applicitions, one was pade
in the vizinity of the mile hoaro, west of Velch, at which
pPoint three mlasis of the conductor's cerruniczating signal
were sounded and the whistle acknovledgrient sounded, another
hefore the weat switsh of the siding was reached, and still
another after the entire train »as east of the swWitch, thas
meing in preparation for the stop at the station at Teleh;
Fnginerman Nielsen rade no releaze from this last application
7t irrediately moved the »rake valve to the smergency
Position ~hen he heard %rain Wo. 1 approaching fron the
opposite direction, his vision being limited to ahout 3
car-lengths on account of the inclement weather, He did not
think %l is emergency aprlication had the desired effect, as
the sbeed of the train did not seem to be naterially re-
cucel hefore the collision occurred. He kaa no% cut in the
driving-wneel hrakes. Fngineman Wielsen further stated that
under the rules three hlasts of the conductor's cormunica-
ting signal, received when the train 1s rumning, denoted
either a reeting point with a train of the same or superlior
class, or a stop at the next station, znd &as he was of the
irpression the meeting point with train Yo. 1 had “een
changed from Vielch to Spire Rock, ha interpreted the comrun-
lcating signal =as meaning to stop at Velch, therefore,
instead of heaking the train in st the weat switch of the
siding, 1t was continued on the nain track with the inten-
tion of hringing 1t %o a stop oprosite the station at Welch.,

Conductor Stephens had Brakeman Steichen, Who was
standing heside him, sound the corrunicating signal for the
Purpose of notifying Frgineman Nielsen of the reeting Point
at Velch; the arr-brake application that Wwas made in advansce
of the .est switch gave hoth of these emplovees +the irmpres-
s1on the engineran was preparing to head the train in at the
weat swiitch, and when the brakes were released thev thought
train No. 1 had arraved and lined up the switches, as had
»een dene on the previous day. Conductor Stephens was
riding in the front end of the srioking car aprroaching the
siding and did not realize the train was proceeding on the
mAaln track until shortly after the switch had heen passed}
he immediately pulled the communicating signal, the emergency
valve eing in the copposite end of the car. The first
knowledge Brakeman Steichen had of anything Wrong was when
the accident occurred.

Train No. 1 was Droceeding at a low rate of apeed
for the purpose of making a stop at the Weat sJitch When
Engineren Barry and Dean maw the stack »f the emgine of trzin
No. 320 coming througt the rock cut; Enginerman Rarry at
first thought the opposing train was on the siding and began
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to work stzam, however, he imrediately afterwards realized
1t was on the r.2ain track and applaed the brakes in erergency
Just wefore the accident ccourred.

Conclusions,

This accident was causdd by the failure of traln
No. 230 to head i1n at the #mest swWwitch at Velch in accordance
with train order No. 209, for which Engineman Nielsen 1is
Pri arily responasible,

There seems +0 have heen a misunderstanding heiWeen
Engineran Nielsen and Fireman Cald/ell as to train order No.
210, the enginerman understanding the fireman to say the meet
Witk train No. 1 at Welch had heen changed to Spire Rock,
the next station to the east, Bur regardless of this mis-
understanding, the primarv respons:hility rests on Fngine-
ran Mie'sen for his action in placing the order ain his pocked
without reading 1% or knowing anything of its contents ex-
cept ®hat had been told h'm by the fireman; no excuse can be
offered “or such negligence. Mo statement could he ob-
tained from Fireman Caldwell prior to his death.

The employees involved were eaperienced men; at
the time of the accident they had heen on duty less than 8
hours, after having been off duty S hours or more.
Respectfully subnitted,
W, P, BORLAND,

Chief,Bureau of Safety.



